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UM PROF HELPS WRITE MAJOR 
ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM REPORT
MISSOULA -
A landmark 1987 report revealed how U.S citizens who are minorities or poor are 
much more likely to have hazardous-waste facilities in their neighborhoods.
Now Robin Saha, an environmental studies assistant professor at The University of 
Montana, has helped with a new update of the report titled “Toxic Waste and Race at Twenty, 
1987-2007: Grassroots Struggles to Dismantle Environmental Racism in the United States.” 
Saha, who has been a scholar in the environmental justice field for the last decade, 
wrote a key chapter in the update titled “A Current Appraisal of Toxic Waste and Race in the 
United States.” The principal author and investigator of the report is Robert Bullard, director 
of the Environmental Justice Resource Center at Clark University in Atlanta.
Both the original and the new report were sponsored by the United Church of Christ. A 
summary of the new study was released Feb. 17 at the annual meeting of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science in San Francisco.
So how have we done in the 20 years since the public and policymakers became aware 
of this issue? Saha said not well.
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“It looks like the situation may be worse,” he said. “We haven’t seen any positive 
progress. Racial and ethnic minorities are still concentrated near hazardous-waste sites. We 
find that race continues to be a predictor of these hazardous-waste locations — an even better 
predictor than socioeconomic factors such as income and education.”
Saha said he and Paul Mohai, a colleague from the University of Michigan, undertook 
multiyear project to identify the more than 400 hazardous-waste facilities scattered across the 
nation. (None are located in Montana.). Using data from the 2000 census, they then studied 
who lived in the host neighborhoods located 3 kilometers around each site.
“We have made an intensive effort to develop a current national-level database of the 
facilities, and we’ve used the latest methods for counting people living nearby,” he said.
The vast majority of facilities -  87 percent -  are located in metropolitan areas. The 
researchers found that 56 percent of those living in host neighborhoods were people of color. 
Outside of those areas, minority races made up about 33 percent of the population. 
Neighborhoods with multiple facilities were nearly 70 percent people of color, well over twice 
the national average.
“So is this evidence of environmental discrimination?” Saha said. “My assessment is 
yes, there is some unique racial component to this. This is an issue of environmental inequality 
-  how environmental benefits in society are unevenly distributed among different segments.” 
Carlos Correa, minister of environmental justice with United Church of Christ Justice 
and Witness Ministries, said, “Our new report again signals a clear racial pattern where waste 
sites are located and the way government responds or not responds to contamination
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emergencies in people-of-color communities.”
Saha said the logical reason toxic-waste sites end up in poor, minority communities is 
that “they follow the path of least resistance.” These neighborhoods often lack the political 
power, resources and expertise to force industry to build the sites elsewhere.
Saha said another recent study he and Mohai published in the journal Social Problems 
looked at the historical record, which shows that in the 1950s and ’60s hazardous-waste sites in 
Michigan were going into any type of neighborhood regardless of race. But in the ’70s and 
’80s — especially after Love Canal and a growing awareness of pollution dangers — they were 
increasingly channeled into minority and low-income neighborhoods.
“We also now have pretty strong evidence that discriminatory siting has occurred 
nationally these last 30 years,” says Saha, referring to a co-authored paper presented on 
Saturday in San Francisco.
The new report contains a number of policy recommendations to help foster positive 
changes. Saha said these include local land use controls requiring buffer zones so the facilities 
can’t be so close to people. It also recommends legislation to give the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency more direction and to increase the ability of affected communities to make 
civil rights claims.
“We think the study makes a real strong case for environmental justice to be on the 
policy agenda of Congress,” he said. “It’s clear from the lack of progress resulting from the 




Saha grew up in Cleveland, home to some of the United States’ most violent civil rights 
protests and spectacular pollution stories, such as the Cuyahoga River catching fire and Lake 
Erie being declared dead. He became interested in protecting the environment after spending a 
summer in Yellowstone National Park when he was 21, and he earned a doctorate at the 
University of Michigan while that institution became a hotbed for faculty members and 
students interested in environmental justice.
He said it’s been an honor working on the “Toxic Waste and Race Report” update, 
which has allowed him to work with environmental justice luminaries such as Beverly Wright 
of the Deep South Center for Environmental Justice at Dillard University in New Orleans, and 
Robert Bullard, who will speak about the environmental justice movement in Missoula at 8 
p.m. Monday, March 5, in UM’s University Theatre as part of the President’s Lecture Series.
“When we think of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, we think society has made great 
strides toward equality, justice and fair treatment of people of all stripes,” Saha said. “But this 
study shows — in terms of the environment — we still have a long way to go.”
“It’s not improving, and it is discouraging for those of us who are devoting our careers 
to this issue,” he said. “We feel it’s really important for policymakers to take this problem 




— Carlos Correa, United Church of Christ: 630-926-4041, correac@ucc.org
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-  Robert Bullard, Clark University-Atlanta, 678-725-0435, rbullard4ej@worldnet.att.net 
-- Paul Mohai, University of Michigan, 734-763-4598, pmohai@umich.edu
— Beverly Wright, Dillard University, 504-782-8989, bhwright@aol.com
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